The study discussed in this article investigated university student beliefs and behaviours with respect to co-curricular activities among incoming (n=983), mid-degree (n=173), and graduating (n=1006) students. When asked about their most significant learning experiences during their time at university, graduating students were more likely to report on co-curricular activities than those related to coursework. However, participation in co-curricular activities was not related to graduating students' feelings of preparedness to undertake a job search or apply for postgraduate education. Incoming students reported clear intentions to participate in some types of co-curricular activities (e.g., volunteering, intramural sports, clubs) but were more uncertain about others (e.g., events or activities related to global awareness, or diversity and inclusion). Parallel findings were observed with respect to actual co-curricular involvement among mid-degree and graduating students. This research is discussed in the context of university efforts to promote co-curricular activities to students in order to develop career ready transferrable skills, and the relevance of particular patterns of involvement to the current job market.
implementation of institutional portals to assist students in finding co-curricular experiences that are in keeping with their interestsj another is the creation of co-curricular records that allow students to document the learning that occurs through these experiences.
Context of the study
The study outlined in this paper is phase one of a longitudinal study examining students' engagement with a university co-curriculum and their perception of and ability to articulate the transferrable skills developed as part of their involvement. We have also begun to assess the impact of the co-curriculum in terms of its ability to help students make connections between the co-curriculum and their academic learning.
The first step involved the creation of an online engagement portal from which students can learn about events and opportunities that are happening on and off campus. Inside this engagement portal is the framework for an integrated co-curriculum-an interactive roadmap designed to help students develop skills and foster understanding with regard to 10 different co-curricular domains: arts and culture, community engagement, diversity and inclusion, global awareness, health and wellness, innovation, leadership and teamwork, personal growth, career development, and university spirit. Following an extensive consultation process, these domains were created because they offer the potential to develop the skills that employers increasingly expect from university graduates; others offer opportunities to enhance students' personal growth and help them make the most of their time at university. Students can simply use the portal to find co-curricular opportunities, or they can have each of their activities documented within the corresponding domain of the co-curriculum. Completion of each domain also requires that students complete a reflection about their learning. We believe that students who participate in a large number of the domains will have a richer, more meaningful postsecondary experience and will be better positioned to pursue a career or further education when they graduate.
The study
The study addressed three key issues in an effort to advance extant literature concerning student perceptions of co-curricular involvement. First, we investigated how curricular and co-curricular experiences compare in terms of graduating students' perceptions of their ability to foster important learning. Specific questions included Do students consider co-curricular experiences to be important? If so, what specinc types of co-curricular experiences are identined as being particularly valuable? With respect to this question, we expected to replicate the reports of other researchers ( e.g., Bass, 2012) who have indicated that co-curricular experiences are perceived as valuable, and that those noted as being particularly influential will include a number of the high-impact practices described by Kuh ( 2009) ( e.g., service-learning experiences, international opportunities, and internships). However, the present research goes one step further and examines, in an exploratory manner, the extent to which students report that their most significant learning experiences come from the co-curriculum, as opposed to the formal curriculum.
Second, we were interested in examining the commonly held premise that participation in the co-curriculum helps students to feel better prepared for the job market, or other "next steps" ( e.g., additional postsecondary training). To this end, we tested the hypothesis that the total amount of co-curricular involvement at graduation would be positively associated with perceptions of readiness to move on to a job search or further education.
Third, the current research examined co-curricular involvement from a developmental perspective. In particular, we were interested in examining the following questions: What co-curricular experiences do incoming students indicate that they intend to get involved in? What is the nature of the co-curricular experiences that mid-degree and graduating students report having actually engaged in? Owing to a dearth ofliterature related to this issue, these questions were investigated in an exploratory manner and no hypotheses were tested.
METHOD

Participants
Data for this phase of the study were collected from three samples. The first came from nine convocation ceremonies, during which we surveyed graduating students about their co-curricular involvement while completing their degree. One thousand and six students were recruited from the pool of university undergraduates who attended the spring convocations for the faculties of humanities (n=ll3/260 attending; 43 percent response), education (n=l52/465 attending; 33 percent response), social sciences ( n=292/ 557 attending; 52 percent response), applied health and math and science (n=289/562 attending; 51 percent response), and business (n=l60/352 attending; 45 percent response). In total, then, we recruited 1,006 out of 2,196 ( 46 percent) students attending the nine convocation ceremonies. Among this group, 325 participants identified as maleJ 617 identified as female, and 52 identified as other (12 participants did not supply an answer).
The second sample included undergraduate students who were approximately midway through their degree. These students were surveyed about their co-curricular involvement up to the date of the survey. Surveys (n=1077) were sent out electronically to students who were in the middle of either a three-year ( 6-9 credits completed out of 15 required) or four-year degree ( 8-12 credits completed out of 20 required). The sample of students selected was stratified in such a way that five of the six faculties were represented in proportion to student enrolment figures ( the Faculty of Education was not surveyed owing to a very small sample size). Students who received an invitation to participate were sent a reminder after 7 days, and the survey was closed after a total of 14 days. Of the surveys sent out, 173 were completed (response rate= 16 percent). No data related to gender were gathered from this sample.
The third sample comprised incoming students who participated in day-long summer orientation sessions (n=986). These students were surveyed about their intention to participate in cocurricular activities during their degree. These data were gathered during a mandatory afternoon information session aimed at educating incoming students about the experience portal and the integrated co-curriculum; thus the participation rate was 100 percent. No data related to gender were gathered from this sample.
The data gathered from these three samples represent the first wave of data collection in a longterm study of co-curricular involvement. Eventually, the intention is to follow up with the incoming students as they approach the mid-point of their degree and again when they graduate. This data collection strategy will eventually allow us to contrast the cross-sectional developmental trends seen in the current data with those that are observed in the longitudinal data gathered from the incoming students whose data are reported in the current study.
Materials and procedure
Convocation survey
CANADIAN UNDERGRADUATES'
Before each convocation ceremony, participants were approached and asked to fill out a 24-item survey. There were six different versions of the survey, which were distributed at random at each of the convocation ceremonies. The first 23 questions were the same for each survey, and addressed student participation in nine of the domains ( arts and culture, health and wellness, diversity and inclusion, global awareness, innovation, university spirit, leadership, community engagement, and career preparation). Overall participation was calculated as the average score on the items that assessed these nine domains. Descriptive statistics for graduating students' participation in these domains are presented in table 1.
The final question on each survey was open-ended and differed for each of the six versions of the questionnaire. While each of these six questions were of interest to the research team, it was established that answering each of them would require too much of the students' time. Instead, the six different versions of the questionnaire were developed, each containing a single open-ended question at the end. Only one of these open-ended questions-the one related to significant learning experiences-was examined in this research.
Arts and culture, health and wellness, diversity and inclusion, global awareness, innovation
Participation was assessed using a single item for each of these five domains ( e.g., Miile at Brock UniversilYJ how many times did you participate in an event or activity that was related to diversity and inclusion? By diversity and inclusion, we're referring to events and activities related to sexuality/sexual relationships, race/ culture, social justice, accessibility for people with disabilities etc.). In all cases, participation was assessed on a 6-point scale, with anchors (i.e., the descriptors for the high and low ends of the scale) that were appropriate to the domain in question ( see Appendix).
University spirit
Participation in this domain of the co-curriculum was assessed by taking the average of four questions (involvement in clubs and intramural sports teams; attendance at spirit and varsity sports events). Again, participation for these four questions was assessed on a 6-point scale, with anchors that were appropriate to the domain in question (see Appendix).
Leadership
Leadership was assessed by asking students whether they had assumed a leadership role for any university event or activity (ayes/ no responsei see Appendix).
Community engagement
This domain was assessed by asking students to report separately on the amount of on-and offcampus volunteering they did while attending the university. Both questions measured volunteer hours on a 7-point scale ("O hours per term, on average"to "more than 50 hours per tenn, on average"i see Appendix), and an overall community engagement score was created by taking the average of both questions. 
Career preparation
Students were asked how prepared they felt to look for work or further education. These questions were answered using a 4-point scale ( ve.Iy prepared to not prepared) in both instances (see Appendix).
Significant learning experiences
Students were asked to describe, in an open-ended manner, one of the most significant learning experiences they had at university, and to indicate the context in which they had that experience ( e.g., something they did as part of a course, paying job, volunteer experience, or co-curricular activity; see Appendix).
Mid-degree survey
Students participating in the mid-degree survey completed the same questions included in the convocation survey, with the exception of those related to important co-curricular experiences and career preparation. Descriptive statistics for the mid-degree students' participation are presented in table Note: Possible scores were 0-5 for arts and culture, health and wellness, diversity and inclusion, global awareness, innovation and university spirit. Possible scores for community engagement were 0-6. Possible scores for job and education preparation were 0-3.
Orientation survey
The orientation survey contained all of the same questions that were included in the mid-degree survey. However, the wording of the questions and possible responses were altered to reflect the fact that these students were reporting on their intention to participate in co-curricular activities rather than their actual involvement ( e.g., How likely are you to participate in events or activities that are related to diversity and inclusion? By diversity and inclusion, we're referring to events and activities related to sexuality /sexual relationships, race/ culture, social justice, accessibility for people with disabilities etc.). For each of these questions, the 5-point response scale ranged from "definitely will not be" to "definitely will be"; the midpoint of the scale was used to indicate "not sure."
RESULTS
Importance of co-curricular experiences
Only the graduating students at convocation were asked about their most important learning experience while at university. Because the six different versions of the convocation survey were handed out randomly, 170 students received the one in which the open-ended question related to their most important learning experience. Of those, 90 participants (53 percent) answered this open-ended question. In keeping with extant literature ( e.g., Bass, 2012) and our hypothesis, student responses demonstrated that they found co-curricular experiences to be important. Indeed, in response to the question concerning their most significant learning experiences, more than half of the participants ( 60 percent) reported a co-curricular experience rather than an experience from the formal curriculum. In terms of the specific types of co-curricular experiences that were perceived as valuable, students reported on work that they had done for pay (21 percent), volunteering ( 15 percent), co-curricular activities ( 10 percent), or engaging in a type of co-curricular activity not specified by the questionnaire (14 percent). Examples included participating in clubs, working on-campus student jobs, and volunteering through programs such as special needs programming for children, or co-curricular trips abroad ( during which students volunteer with local or international not-for-profit agencies).
The remaining 40 percent of participants reported an important learning experience for which they received course credit. It is worth noting, however, the majority of these participants (59 percent) described an experience that could be considered high-impact, according to the definitions provided by Kuh (2009) . For example, students wrote about course-based service-learning opportunities, clinical and classroom placements, co-op programs, internships, and studying abroad for credit.
Feelings of preparedness for employment or postgraduate studies
Feelings of preparedness to search for work or apply for postgraduate studies were only examined among graduating students in the convocation sample. Correlational analyses indicated that overall participation in the co-curriculum domains was not significantly associated with feelings of preparedness among students applying for a job (n=293; r= .05; p = .42) or those applying for postgraduate study (n=98; r= -.03; p = .81).
Intentions versus actual co-curricular participation
To examine intentions among incoming students, we contrasted the percentage of students who believed it was likely that they would participate in co-curriculum activities ( i.e., those who indicated that they "probably" or" definitely" would get involved) with those who suggested that participation was unlikely (i.e., those who indicated that they "probably" or "definitely" would not get involved). Those who indicated that they were "not sure" are not included in these analyses.
To examine actual participation among mid-degree and graduating students, we began by looking at differences between these two cohorts with respect to their participation in the domains. We used a multivariate analysis to examine this issue, given that self-reports of domain-related participation were often correlated. This finding was unsurprising, given that many students get involved in a variety of co-curricular activities while at university. Across all domains, there was very little evidence of differences in co-curricular involvement between mid-degree and graduating students. As such, we elected to combine the findings from these two groups to create a sample we refer to as upper-year students and we report on their results collectively.
Arts and culture
Among incoming students, 45 percent indicated that they would attend events that were related to arts and culture, while 25 percent suggested that they would be unlikely to do so. In contrast, 56 percent of upper year students reported that they had attended an event related to arts and culture ( 10 percent reported having been to more than 4 events); 44 percent of this sample indicated that they had never attended an arts and culture event during their time at university.
Health and wellness
Almost half of incoming students ( 46 percent) noted that they would likely participate in events or activities related to health and wellness; only a small minority ( 16 percent) suggested that they would not. In terms of actual participation, 61 percent of upper-year students indicated they had attended a health and wellness event ( 8 percent had been to more than 4 events) and 39 percent indicated that they had never participated in such an event.
Diversity and inclusion
The number of incoming students suggesting that they would likely participate in events related to diversity and inclusion ( 26 percent) was similar to those indicating that they were unlikely to do so (31 percent). In terms of the upper-year sample, 40 percent indicated that they had participated in activities related to diversity and inclusion ( 5 percent had participated in more than 4 such events); 60 percent of this group reported that they had never participated in events from this domain.
Global awareness
Among incoming students, 30 percent suggested they would be likely to participate in activities that promoted global awareness and 26 percent believed that they probably would not. With regard to actual participation, 35 percent of the upper-year students reported having attended events related to global awareness ( 4 percent had attended more than 4) and 65 percent had never attended an event or activity of this type.
Innovation
Approximately one third of the sample of incoming students (35 percent) believed that they would get involved in activities related to innovation; a smaller number ( 20 percent) felt that this was unlikely. Among the upper-year students, 30 percent indicated that they had attended at least one innovation-related event and 70 percent reported that they had never participated in this domain.
University spirit
A large proportion of the incoming students thought it likely that they would participate in the university's spirit events (98 percent) and campus clubs ( 66 percent). Approximately half (54 percent) suggested they would get involved in intramural sports. Among upper-year students, 73 percent of students had participated in at least one university spirit event, 45 percent had been members of a campus club, and 38 percent had participated in intramural sports.
Leadership
Among the incoming students, 43 percent indicated they were likely to take on leadership positions; however, only 31 percent of upper-year students reported that they had actually assumed a leadership role at least once since beginning their degree.
Community engagement
Among incoming students, a clear majority ( 64 percent) of the sample suggested that they would volunteer during the course of their degree; only 8 percent indicated that they would not. In terms of the upper-year sample, 77 percent of the students surveyed indicated that they had done some volunteering, either on-or off-campus; 23 percent reported that they had done no volunteer work.
DISCUSSION
Our findings provide some insight into postsecondary students' beliefs and behaviours regarding co-curricular involvement and its importance in the context of their degree. Specifically, graduating students asked to report on one of their most significant learning experiences were more likely to mention something that was related to their co-curricular involvement rather than in-class activities. Having said this, co-curricular involvement did not predict graduating students' feelings of preparedness to apply for jobs or further educational opportunities. In terms of actual co-curricular involvement, we observed that students were far more likely to participate in some domains of the co-curriculum than others, and that student intentions to participate in the co-curriculum at the beginning of their degree were not always realized. Each of these findings is discussed in turn.
Importance of co-curricular experiences and feelings of preparedness
Our data confirm other discipline-specific findings (Lackner & Martini, 2017 ) that students find co-curricular experiences to be among the most important learning experiences that they have during the course of their degree. This pattern of results provides some preliminary empirical support for Bass's ( 2012) assertion that the current cohort of postsecondary students finds greater value in co-curricular experiences than those that are connected to their classes. Why might this be the case? It is possible that students find it easier to see the relevance of co-curricular activities to the "real world" in which they will have to live and work, and consequently believe that such experiences are more meaningful. Indeed, past research has suggested that students evaluate course-based assignments as being only moderately relevant, and this finding may reflect the fact that they often do not spontaneously recognize how those assignments foster skills that are transferable to their personal and professional lives (Martini, Rail, & Norton, 2015) .
Given the important learning that students seem to feel occurs during co-curricular involvement, it is interesting that overall participation was not a significant predictor of graduating students' feelings of preparedness to apply for work or further studies. There are at least four possible explanations for this finding. The first is that while students may feel that co-curricular experiences provide valuable learning opportunities, they might also believe that their classroom-based, disciplinary learning and experience is much more important in terms of determining the success of their future job-or education-related plans. In other words, they may feel that future employment will or should arise directly out of their programs of study.
A second explanation suggests that some students may perceive the purpose of higher education to be learning rather than job focused. In a 2017 study conducted by the Times Higher Education of over 60,000 international students from across 65 universities, 58.4 percent stated that the reason they went to university was that they were "passionate about the subject" whereas 38.3 percent stated, "to help me get a job or find a better job" ( QS Enrolment Solutions, 2017, p. 6) .
A third explanation relates to the idea that even if they do see real value of their co-curricular experiences, it may be that students find it difficult to see how they can leverage those opportunities ( and the learning that arises from them) during a job interview or on an application form for postgraduate studies. They may not have the language needed to appropriately articulate the skills gained or the transferability of those skills to the discipline.
Finally, a fourth possibility is that our composite measure ( which included participation across all domains) was not a sensitive enough measure of co-curricular involvement in this context. Specifically, there may be only a small subset of co-curricular activities perceived to be relevant to students' future career or education plans, and that subset may well depend on the students' specific next steps. For example, a student who is interested in starting her own software business may feel that participation in some domains ( e.g., innovation, leadership, global awareness) will be very relevant ( and therefore strongly correlated) with her feelings of preparedness, while she might view other domains ( e.g., arts and culture) as less relevant to those particular future plans. By combining involvement in all domains into a single index of participation, it is possible that we failed to capture a more nuanced relationship that might exist between co-curricular engagement and feelings of preparedness for future work or further study. Future research could examine this possibility by asking students to clarify their specific future plans and establishing whether there are predictable relationships between participation in specific domains and the plans described by students. For example, students could be asked whether they believed that activities from specific domains will be of some help in terms of career preparation. This approach might be further enhanced by supplying additional examples of career preparation on the survey ( e.g., feeling able to effectively answer questions in a job interview and showcase their skills on a resume or during an interview).
Intentions versus actual co-curricular participation
While there are some inherent limitations associated with our sample and methods (single university; cross-sectional data), we believe that our descriptive data concerning intended and actual participation shed some preliminary light on patterns of co-curricular involvement across the degree. Among the incoming students, for example, there was a very strong expectation that they would engage in some types of activities, such as volunteering, university spirit events, and campus-based clubs and intramural sports. However, there was a much higher level of uncertainty among new students about other co-curricular domains. For example, when asked about participation in events related to arts and culture, health and wellness, diversity and inclusion, global awareness, and innovation, between 30 and 45 percent of incoming students indicated that they were "not sure." If such a pattern was to be replicated at other postsecondary institutions, it would suggest that university staff and faculty may need to invest time in establishing whether these numbers reflect an uncertainty about what such events might entail, or a lack of clarity about why those events might be beneficial for students ( or both). For undergraduates who are clearly juggling multiple responsibilities ( e.g., classes and paid employment), it is important that they understand what will transpire when they participate in particular kinds of cocurricular activities, how much time will be involved, and what benefits they might realise by investing their time in this way. Had the incoming and outgoing cohorts come together to discuss their intentions versus their actual experiences, the incoming group may have had a greater sense of the value of the other types of co-curricular experiences and more realistic expectations of the time commitment required. The longitudinal survey conducted at the end of the incoming cohort's degree may reveal a difference between their original intentions and their actual involvement.
We observed no meaningful differences in actual co-curricular involvement between students in the middle of their degree versus those who were at the end. This was somewhat surprising given that graduating students would have had, on average, an additional 1.5 to 2 years to have participated in cocurricular activities. Possibly, this trend reflects the fact that students who are inclined to get involved do so early in the degree and have already invested a significant number of hours ( thus hitting a "ceiling" with respect to our measure of involvement) well before graduation. This would certainly have impacted our results if such "involved" students were more likely to complete the questionnaire than were those who were less active in the co-curriculum.
Overall, we observed that the upper-year students in our sample were most likely to participate in campus spirit events, as well as events and activities connected with arts and culture, and health and wellness. A much smaller group of our participants had participated in events related to diversity and inclusion ( 40 percent), global awareness (35 percent) or innovation (30 percent), and relatively few of them ( 31 percent) indicated that they had taken on a leadership role at some point during their university degree. Given the emphasis currently being placed by employers on finding job candidates who have leadership skills and can function effectively in an increasingly global economy, we considered these participation numbers to be somewhat low. Our results highlight the need to establish whether this pattern stems from the fact that there are relatively few opportunities to get involved in these domains, or whether students choose not to because they cannot see a clear connection between such activities and the goals that they have set for themselves.
LIMITATIONS
The conclusions that we have drawn in this study must be tempered by its limitations. First and foremost, this study is limited by the fact that its participants come from a single university. For example, it is possible that if other colleges and universities have designed a co-curriculum that is more specifically aligned to job preparation then the correlation between participation and career preparedness might be stronger. The generalizability of our findings remains in question until such time as our results can be replicated with a broader sample from a variety of postsecondary institutions.
Further to this point, student responses on our survey were largely quantitative and consequently we can only speculate about the reasons that underlie the patterns we observed in the data. Future research should include more qualitative data collection procedures as a way of further illuminating how co-curricular participation can impact students' postsecondary experience and their feelings of preparedness for a job search or further education.
Finally, we acknowledge that our sample for students who were at the mid-point of their degree was small, and that the response rate for this group was low ( 16 percent). This raises legitimate questions about the reliability of our findings for this group, and indicates that any findings should be interpreted with some caution. However, we would also point out that our response rate is relatively consistent with the findings of other researchers who have examined similar methods of online recruitment (e.g., Kaplowitz, Hadlock, & Levine, 2004) .
We should also note that while this study and the literature reviewed suggests that co-curricular engagement can help students develop career-relevant skills (Bass, 2012; Elias, 2014) , it is prudent to recognize the nee-liberal implications of the trend within postsecondary to promote student engagement through co-curricular experiences. Students are continually reminded that out of classroom experiences are needed to build a better CV, and higher education then becomes more focused on preparing students for employment than preparing them to be actively engaged socially concerned citizens (Zepke, 2017) . As a result, students may be extrinsically rather than intrinsically motivated to participate in the co-curriculum. Some research (Macfarlane & Tomlinson, 2017 ) also critiques the inherent privilege that comes with the ability to participate above and beyond the classroom, as well as the challenges associated with the potential lack of accessibility and other university supports.
CONCLUSIONS
The limitations of our sample notwithstanding, we believe that the findings of this study provide some preliminary insights into students' beliefs and behaviours with regard to co-curricular involvement among postsecondary students. Specifically, we found evidence to support Bass's ( 2012) assertion that graduating students believe that much of their important learning is derived from co-curricular involvement; however, the absence of a strong connection between our index of co-curricular involvement and graduating students' feelings of preparedness for next steps (job search or further education) would suggest that further research is needed to determine why such a connection might be weak or absent. Given the growing emphasis in postsecondary institutions on career readiness, it would be important to explore what co-curricular activities, in particular, help student acquire feelings of preparedness. Our results also suggest that there is a need to better understand student perceptions concerning the commitment and benefits associated with co-curricular activity. We believe that additional research will be helpful in terms of clarifying these issues, and will provide a stronger foundation for developing co-curricular opportunities that maximize the benefits realized by students. Please tell us about one of the most significant learning experiences that you had while you were at Brock University. This might include an experience that you had in your courses, part-time or full-time jobs, extracurricular activities, community service, or any other experiences that you had while completing your degree.
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